
THE FIRST INTERNATIONAL CONGRESS OF

GYNECOLOGY AND OBSTETRICS.

Delegate’s Report to the New York Obstetrical Society.

Mr. President and Fellows,

The First International Congress of Gynaecology and Obstet-

rics was held, according to programme, at Brussels, September 13-17,

1892, under the high protectorate of His Majesty Leopold II, king of the

Belgians, and under the patronage of the Belgian government. In spite

of the great drawback of the simultaneous appearance of the cholera

scare it was a decided success
;
without this only drawback it would

have been a perfect success.

The cholera scare affected the attendance in several ways. First of

all, a great many intended meetings, medical and otherwise, arranged

to be held in various parts of Europe during September, were declared

off. The presumption with many who proposed to attend the Interna-

tional Congress of Gynaecology and Obstetrics was that this meeting

would also fail to realize, especially as during the week preceding the

Congress sporadic cases of cholera were reported in uncanny numbers

from the Belgian capital and its vicinity. Many, therefore, did not go

because they felt sure the meeting would be postponed. Many more

dreaded the prospective annoyances and hinderances of travel, and the

quarantine phantom, and remained away on that account. Among the

latter was Professor Hegar, as Dr. Sonntag informed me at Freiburg

the week before the meeting, and a number of other great and shining

lights in the gynaecological firmament whose names appeared on the

original prospectus of the undertaking.

As it was, the owners of about 250 of the originally inscribed 400
names appeared upon the scene and participated in the proceedings of

the Congress. As was to be expected under the circumstances, the

ratio of absentees was greater among the foreign members than among
the home contingent, in which latter I include the Belgians and French.

Prominent Germans, English and Americans were rarce aves.
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Among those whom I can at this moment recall having had the

pleasure of meeting were Robert Barnes, Alban Doran, Engelman,

Goodell, Berry Hart, A. Martin, Parvin, Saenger and Spencer Wells.

Only one or two of the eight gentlemen who figured on the pages of the

official Journal of the Congress as delegated by the Government at

Washington, and neither of the official delegates of the American Asso-

ciation of Gynaecologists and Obstetricians, were present. The Amer-

ican Gynaecological Society had neglected to send delegates. In fact

the entire United States of America were represented by less than a

dozen physicians. The representation from other countries, however,

outside of Belgium and France, seemed equally poor as far as quantity

was concerned
;

the quality, however, was unimpeachable.

The reception accorded foreign members was most hospitable, hearty,

and need I add, polite, in view of the fact that the cousins of French-

men were the hosts. Visitors were made to feel at home and taken

care of from the moment of their arrival. The hotel accomodations

were good and abundant, the cholera scare reducing the number of

strangers in town to below the usual figure.

A more delightful and suitable place for such a meeting than the

city of Brussels can scarcely be found. The attractions and sights

of the city are of a superior order; indeed the writer does not know of

a city of the same size anywhere that can offer as much in this

respect. The meetings of the Congress were held in the Falais des

Academies situated in the finest, healthiest and most fashionable and

aristocratic part of Brussels. The elegant hall, decorated with fine his-

torical mural paintings by Slingeneyer, was of the correct size for

such a meeting, fitted with the comforts necessary to render a stay

enjoyable, and possessed the proper acoustic qualities. The postal

telegraph and other arrangements in the building were complete. The
exhibit of instruments was located in other rooms of the Palais des

Academies which thus formed a complete home for the Congress and
all its appurtenances.

I he proceedings opened with a reception of welcome offered by the

Belgian Society of Gynaecology and Obstetrics to the members of the

Congress and their ladies. This reception assumed the form of a

Raout- Concert and took place in the Palais de la Bourse on the

evening of September 13th. Its informal sociability, the absence of

the stiffness too often noted on such occasions, and the geniality

of our hosts admirably fulfilled the purpose of this social gathering.

At its close, and before the first scientific meeting was held, the
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members had met old friends and made new acquaintances to an extent

usually attained only toward the closing days and hours of similar

gatherings.

The formal opening of the Congress took place on Wednesday, Sept-

ember 14, at 2 P. M. The entire afternoon was consumed in the usual

addresses of welcome, responses, opening formalities, election of offi-

cers, etc.

The real scientific business of the Congress was done on Thursday,

Friday and Saturday, on each of which days sessions were held from

ten to twelve in the forenoon and from two to six in the afternoon.

Owing to the non-appearance of many of the announced readers of

papers, ample time was found for the reading and discussion of all papers

presented, and there was no room for the usual complaint on this score.

An analysis of the scientific material presented to the Congress does

not properly come within the scope of this report. Abstracts of most

of the papers and of the discussions thereon have already appeared in

some of the medical journals and more will soon follow. Three principal

topics were offered for discussion : Pelvic Suppurations, Extra-uterine

Pregnancy, and Placenta Prsevia. Segond of Paris opened the discus-

sion on the first of these subjects and offered the strongest argument

yet presented for the treatment of most cases of pus in the pelvis by

vaginal hysterectomy by morcellement after the method of Pean.

Although his arguments were presented with all the fervor and

earnestness of a sincere believer, and with captivating eloquence, he

failed, as far as the writer could see, to make new converts among those

present. Vuillet, of Geneva, in reply, made a strong plea for aspiration,

or direct incision and drainage, while Saenger preferred cceliotomy as

the routine procedure.

A. Martin made fifty-six personally observed cases the basis of his

paper on Extra-uterine Pregnancy. It was a masterly presentation of

the subject, and culminated in the proposition to treat all cases of

ecoptic gestation by extirpation of the entire foetal sac, whenever prac-

ticable. In the discussion the coeliotomists had it all their own way;
the advocates of morphine injections, aspiration and electricity were
either absent or silent.

Berry Hart and Robert Barnes shared between them the honors of

the discussion on Placenta Prsevia, the former advocating podalic ver-

sion, the latter detachment of the placenta, and, if necessary, dilatation

by rubber bags as the procedure of election.

A meeting of this character can scarcely be considered complete
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and fully satisfying without the presentation of some startling and sent

sational scientific novelty. Thiriar, of Brussels, sprung the surprise

upon the members by his paper on “ Cuneihysterectomy, a new opera-

tion for the cure of uterine flexions,” and detailed a case of anteflexion

on which he had operated. He opened the abdomen, cut out a trans-

verse wedge-shaped piece from the posterior wall of the uterus at the

site of the flexion, and united the raw surfaces left after removal of the

wedge by five catgut sutures. The removed wedge measured two

centimeters in width, and its apex reached to just beneath the mucous

membrane. The patient was cured of her anteflexion and its attendant

symptoms. A coeliotomy for the cure of anteflexion, a condition which

many of us consider of such little pathological dignity, was certainly a

startling proposition. Thiriar, however, made amends by a most ex-

cellent paper on “ Disturbances in the genital sphere of women, result-

ing from movable kidney.”

An interesting feature of the meeting was the operations performed

daily, from eight to ten in the morning, at the various hospitals, public

and private, of Brussels, to any and all of which all members of the

Congress were invited. The Gynaecological Institute of Dr. Jacobs

offered the most attractive programme and drew the largest crowds.

Stars of the first magnitude only were billed to appear there. There

Segond performed hysterectomy by morcellement, Saenger operated for

vaginal prolapse, Martin removed a fibromatous uterus by coelio-

panhysterectomy, and Jacobs himself did coeliotomy. It was very

difficult, however, to get anywhere near the site of operation, and I am
not sure but that those who visited other hospitals, especially the Saint-

Jean and the Saint-Pierre, did not derive greater satisfaction and more

instruction.

A case of hermaphroditism, demonstrated by Dr. Rouffart at the

Saint-Jean, was worth going a great way to see. At the Saint-Pierre

the writer noted that patients were anaesthetized in an adjoining room,

and carried into the operating room entirely naked. After being

placed upon the table, sterilized towels were arranged over the nude
bodies and the operation was begun.

The social events were numerous, highly enjoyable and successful,

and so arranged as not to interfere with the scientific work. Excur-

sions, for instance, which encroach upon the valuable hours of the day-

time, were tabooed during the meeting week and scheduled for the

week following, an arrangement worthy of extended imitation.



First International Congress of Gynaecology and Obstetrics. 5

Besides the reception of welcome already mentioned, there were

receptions by His Royal Majesty, King Leopold II, and by the Min-

ister of Public Works, Industry and Agriculture. Dr. Jacobs enter-

tained the members at dinner, and the Belgian Society of Gynaecology

and Obstetrics gave a banquet to which all were invited. The gala

representation at the opera, free to members and their ladies, was an

unequivocal success and a most delightful occasion. Verdi’s Ai'da was

sung and staged exquisitely.

King Leopold did not confine himself to offering the members the

hospitality of his palace, but honored the Congress with his presence

during the greater part of a long afternoon’s session. He applauded

each speaker right royally with his own royal hands. He captured all

hearts by his benevolent mien, his gentle yet manly presence, and the

sincere interest which he manifested in the success of the Congress.

The Exhibit of Instruments and Appliances pertaining to the prac-

tice of Gynaecology and Obstetrics was modern in every sense of the

term and a source of daily recurring interest to the members. No less

than eight laparotomy and gynaecological operating tables, all of the

most modern construction, and a proportionate wealth of other gynaeco-

logical and obstetrical sundries were on exhibition. No epoch-making

innovation, however, was noted.

The meetings were presided over by the various presidents of honor

in rotation. Kufferath, of Brussels, conducted the closing business

meeting, which proved somewhat spirited, in a dignified and impartial

manner. The success of the Congress was due, more than to any one

other man, to Dr. Jacobs, of Brussels, the Secretary-General, whose
tireless energy and perennial urbanity compelled the admiration and
gained the love of everyone.

The principal topic of discussion at the final business meeting was
as to when and where the Second International Congress of Gynaecol-

ogy and Obstetrics should meet. Some thought that four or five years

hence would be early enough, others that two years would be none too

soon. Three years was finally compromised upon. The original proposi-

tion advanced in the rules of organization, to hold the Congress alter-

nately in Belgium and in Switzerland, was not accepted, although
Geqeva was selected as the place of meeting in 1895. A committee of

nine, representing as many different countries, was appointed with full

power to arrange the details of the next meeting. Jacobs, Auvard,
Martin, Alban, Doran, Vuillet and Engelman are the names I can at
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present recall as appointed to represent their various fatherlands.

After all business had been thus satisfactorily disposed of, parting

addresses were in order. Parvin, answering for America, made the

welkin ring with a patriotic address commemorating the achievements

of American gynaecology, and dwelt with manifest pride upon the names

of McDowell, Sims, Emmet, Thomas, and others.

As already stated, the Congress, on account of the cholera, turned

out less international than it was intended to be. Indeed it was more
like a French Gynaecological Congress with an attendance of delegates

from other countries, than anything else. A speaker employing the

English or German languages had no audience. So well was this

understood that Germans, English and Americans all made use, as far

as lay in each one’s power, of the French language. Under the cir-

cumstances the French perpetrated was not always the most classical.

I close this imperfect and fragmentary report on the First Inter-

national Congress of Gynaecology and Obstetrics with the reiteration

that, the unfortunate coincidence of the cholera considered, it was a

great success.

That the Second International Gynaecological Congress, Geneva,

1895, will be a perfect success, nobody who attended the first will hes-

itate to predict.

That the attendance of representatives from this country will be
very much larger is equally certain.

Respectfully submitted,

George M. Edebohls, M.D.


